Planning fundamentals
for public officials and
engaged citizens

OUICKNOTES

This PAS QuickNotes was prepared by David
Morley, aicp, senior research associate at APA
and APA’s PAS coordinator.

Neighborhood Planning

Background

Planners have long viewed strong neighborhoods as the fundamental building blocks of healthy
cities. Strong neighborhoods are not static. They are dynamic places where residents, institutions, and
physical features all change over time. Strong neighborhoods are places where heritage and tradition
are valued, and places where both new and long-term residents feel a collective sense of ownership
and responsibility.
Neighborhood planning has its roots in the early 20th century concept of the neighborhood unit, popularized by Clarence Perry of the Regional Plan Association in 1929. In Perry’s model the neighborhood unit
was a predominantly residential district or section of a city centered on neighborhood institutions and
ringed by neighborhood-serving shops and services. While few real-world neighborhoods match Perry’s
unit to a T, his idea influenced a wide range of neighborhood-scale planning initiatives in older cities across
the United States in the second half of the 20th century, and has continued to provide inspiration for
neighborhood-scale planning and development that aims to replicate traditional neighborhood design.
In many cases neighborhood plans function as extensions of an adopted local comprehensive plan.
They refine the community’s vision for a subarea of the jurisdiction and provide more specific goals,
policies, and implementation guidance. However, relatively few cities have a systematic neighborhood
planning program that divides the entire geographic extent of the jurisdiction into neighborhood planning areas. Rather, most cities intermittently engage in neighborhood planning when particular areas
are experiencing or anticipating dramatic changes. Furthermore, many neighborhood planning initiatives are self-organized by residents and other neighborhood stakeholders, and the resulting plans may
or may not have a formal relationship with the local comprehensive plan.

Defining the Neighborhood

While the term “neighborhood” is familiar to most people, it often takes on different meanings based on
context. Planners and local officials may think of neighborhoods primarily as political subdivisions that
make it easier to deliver services or analyze small-scale social or economic trends. And these neighborhoods may have relatively arbitrary boundaries (e.g., to ensure that all neighborhoods have roughly the
same population), or their boundaries may be more “organic” (e.g., based on changes in land-use patterns, the character of the built environment, or demographic characteristics of residents).
In many cities, residents may have different ideas from local officials and from each other about what
defines a neighborhood. They may think of their neighborhood primarily in terms of the spaces and
institutions they visit or value the most. Alternately, they may be influenced by real-estate marketing
or perceptions about cultural differences. Consequently, it’s not uncommon for residents of the same
block or even the same building to see different boundaries for their neighborhood.
For a neighborhood planning effort to be successful, all participants must first agree on neighborhood
boundaries. Often the best ways to determine appropriate boundaries is to have residents as well as
representatives from local government and social service providers draw their own boundaries on the
same map. This can help identify areas of common, if not universal, agreement.
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Source: New York Regional Survey, Volume 7, 1929

Neighborhood plans present recommendations for a discrete, contiguous subarea of a city. Most neighborhood planning areas contain housing as well as commercial, institutional, and recreational uses that
serve the local area. Some neighborhood plans cover a wide range of topics relevant to the plan area,
while others focus more narrowly on topics of special opportunity or urgency.

Diagram of Clarence Perry’s
neighborhood unit.

Defining the Scope

If the neighborhood plan is an extension of the local comprehensive plan, it makes sense to address all
of the major functional elements or pertinent themes of the comprehensive plan in the neighborhood
plan. In other cases, it may be beneficial to narrow the scope of the plan to a few topics or themes of
special relevance or importance to the planning area.
The benefit of a more limited scope is that it can be easier to build support for action around a small set
of pressing issues than it can be for a broad set of topics with varying levels of perceived neighborhoodlevel impacts. Another advantage of limiting the scope of the plan is that it generally makes it easier to
go into greater depth on issues of top concern for residents and other stakeholders.
In addition to being more limited in geographic extent than the local comprehensive plan, neighborhood plans also typically have a shorter time horizon. While 20 to 30 years is common for a comprehensive plan, the implementation time frame for neighborhood plans is often between five and 10 years.

Setting Goals and Objectives

In the context of neighborhood planning, goals are general statements about desirable future conditions in the neighborhood, and objectives are measurable outcomes in furtherance of these goals.
Often, planners, local officials, or neighborhood leaders use surveys and a combination of online and inperson visioning and goal-setting exercises to help identify potential goals for the planning area. Then,
one or more stakeholder working groups may take on the task of refining these goals and establishing
objectives. The most successful goals and objectives tend to be those with the broadest base of neighborhood support and the firmest grounding in economic reality.

Detailing Policies and Actions

Beyond goals and objectives, effective neighborhood plans typically include both specific policy
statements and action steps. Policies are statements of intent with enough specificity to guide decision making, and actions are directives about capital investments, regulations, programs, or procedures
intended to implement each policy. While goals and objectives may remain somewhat abstract, policy
statements must suggest a specific course of action, and action steps should make it clear who will do
what by when.

Conclusions

The limited geographic extent of a neighborhood plan has both advantages and disadvantages. The
narrower focus of neighborhood planning and strong connections that many stakeholders feel to their
neighborhoods can lead to a loss of objectivity in the neighborhood planning process. In these cases,
neighborhood plans may make it difficult for cities to prioritize scarce resources. With that said, residents,
business owners, and institutions may identify more with specific neighborhoods than with the city as
a whole. For this reason, it can be easier to engage these stakeholders around planning initiatives that
have obvious implications for their homes, businesses, and shared public spaces. Furthermore, neighborhood plans offer opportunities to be more specific about goals, objectives, policies, and actions to
guide growth or change within a small area over a relatively short time period.
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